Spread of odontogenic infections: a retrospective analysis and review of the literature.
To provide an empirical description of the relationship between the spread of head and neck infections, and the causal tooth. The hospital records of 155 patients presenting with odontogenic head and neck infections due to a single identifiable tooth from January 2000 to August 2011 were reviewed. The following data were collected: age, sex, clinical presentation, etiology, location, and spread of infection. The causal tooth and location of infection were subsequently compared to the literature. In the present study population, the causal tooth most frequently (47.1%) consisted of the third mandibular molar. Infection of maxillary teeth most commonly spread to the buccal space, whereas infection originating in the mandible mostly spread to the submandibular, pterygomandibular, and buccal spaces. The literature search provided 18 usable articles. Fourteen studies discriminated between mandibular and maxillary origin of infection, and three articles elaborated on the direct relationship between causal tooth and location of infection. Spaces most frequently affected in the literature are the submandibular, masticator, lateral pharyngeal, buccal, and sublingual spaces. A large amount of discrepancy was found between studies. When describing the location of infection, most studies do not discriminate between maxillary and mandibular origin. Although the literature seems to be unambiguous about the predetermined spread, this article demonstrates that it is more difficult to predict the spread of an infected tooth than previously expected. Large studies with clearly noted causal teeth in relation to location of spread should shed more light on the discrepancies found in this review.